ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION
The purpose in this paper is to explore the role of strategies of firms in their ability to respond to environmental turbulence so as to sustain a competitive advantage. The study began with investigation of the role of dynamic capabilities in assisting firms to operate in the dynamic environment and deal with external complexity and uncertainty. It was continued by exploring the role of learning approaches and, in particular, the ability of firms to develop new capabilities and acquire resources in making effective responses to environmental pressures for change. Consequently, in the paper the approach to organisational learning used by a variety of Western Australian organisations was examined. Finally, conclusions were suggested as a result of evidence from the selected case study on how environmental responsiveness of firms can be achieved by ongoing learning and training, consultancy and collaboration with key stakeholders, thereby co-creating services for major customers, promoting customers' involvement and fostering knowledge exchange.
SEARCHING FOR STRATEGIES TO RESPOND TO CHANGE
Nowadays corporations are challenged by dynamic environments with a rapid speed of changes, burgeoning complexity and increased uncertainty. Firms must be able to cope with unplanned situations which cannot be predicted in advance. As Tsoukas (1996, p.22) describes it, "firms are faced with radical uncertainty: they do not know, they cannot know, what they need to know". Hence, organizations are engaged in discovering the unknowable and their strategy has to assist them in this process in order to enable their firms to manage crises.
Management scholars are trying to understand how companies cope with environmental changes, what do firms learn from the changing environment and how the environment affects the firms' learning processes (Hitt et al., 1998; Hong, Kianto & Kyläheiko, 2008; Minzberg, 1994; Powel, 1990; Stacy, 1991) . Extant studies have shown that turbulent environments do not remain in the same state long enough for an organization to be able to find a favourable competitive position and exploit it (Eisenhardt & Brown, 1998; Fines, 1998) . The limited timeframe challenges firms to respond quickly and with resilience to external changes. As Hamel and Valikangas (2003, p.53) assert, "in a turbulent age, the only dependable advantage is a superior capacity for reinventing your business model before circumstances force you to. Achieving resilience is not easy". This view is supported by Eisenhardt (1998) who believes that to survive in such a fast-paced environment, firms must embed flexibility into their strategic actions. Undoubtedly, flexibility in resource deployment may explain why some firms move into new niches (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000) . In addition, flexibility in response actions enables firms to develop and sustain their own competitive advantage, as well as erode the advantages of competitors (Eisenhardt, 1998; Young et al., 1996) . Strategic flexibility also refers to the ability of organisations "to jump from one opportunity to the next, going with the flow of the market" (Cunha 2004, p.275) . Consequently, "turbulent environments call for organisations to be able to detect and create new opportunities and then select those that are worthy of actual resource allocation in order to be exploited for the firm's benefit" (Cunha 2004, p.278 ) and the ability of firms to benefit from new opportunities requires them to develop new resources and dynamic capabilities over time rather than protect their unique resources.
The dynamic resource-based view of the firm and dynamic capabilities
The resource-based view (RBV) of the firm emphasises that the competitive advantage of firms is based on their ability to possess valuable, rare, costly-to-imitate and non-substitutable resources and capabilities (Barney, 1986; Penrose, 1959; Rumelt, 1984; Wernerfelt, 1984) . Understanding this version of 'competitive advantage' promotes the deployment and protection of unique resources rather than the need for resources and competencies to progress over time (McEvily, Eisenhardt & Prescott 2004; Døving & Gooderham 2008) . Rapid, unpredictable environmental changes and market complexities require firms to accumulate competitive advantage through a knowledge learning process able to respond rapidly to such dynamics. Therefore, the need to respond to the transforming environment is related to the view of strategic ambidexterity (Dos 2007; Judge & Blocker 2008) .
There is an extensive body of literature on the implications of dynamic capabilities and accumulation processes (Bierly & Chakrabarti 1996; Eisenhardt & Martin 2000; Luo 2000; Savory 2006; Teece, Pisano & Shuen, 1997; Tripsas 1997) . Dynamic capabilities of firms are related to process, position and path (Liu, 2005) . Teece, Pisano and Shuen (1997) stress that firms need to pay closer attention to the paths of behaviours and activities, and depend on paths of influence as possible future orientations. Boisot (2007) continues by pointing at future orientations of a capability as "a strategic skill in the application and integration of competences". This view is supported by Savory (2006 Savory ( , p.1055 ) who stressed that "competences are potential components of higher level capability" and capabilities are built around groups of competences. Savory (2006) distinguished among the terms resource, competence and capability. He defined resources as factors that are owned and controlled by the organisation or available through alliances and other external relationships, whereas competence is "the ability to use the resources to an acceptable level of performance towards a desirable purpose" (Savory 2006 (Savory , p.1055 . Further, he defined capabilities as "the ability to operate a specific configuration of an organisation's set of resources" (ibid.) and dynamic capabilities as "the ability to reconfigure both the use and coordination of a specific configuration and the development of new configurations of resources, according to changes in the organisation's environment and strategic direction" (ibid.).
Previously, Teece, Pisano and Shuen (1997, p.516 ) defined dynamic capabilities as "the firm's ability to integrate, build, and reconfigure internal and external competencies to address rapidly changing environment". This argument was developed further by Eisenhardt and Martin (2000, p.1106) who stressed that the "value [of dynamic capabilities] for competitive advantage lies in the resource configuration, not in the capabilities themselves." Lansiti and Clark (1994) added to the early understanding of dynamic capability by referring to it as the firms' ability to regenerate its knowledge base (cited in Døving & Gooderham 2008) . Eisenhardt and Martin (2000) emphasised that dynamic capabilities consist of specific strategic and organisational processes that transfer resources into new competencies and that renew old ones; furthermore, they stress the role of dynamic capabilities as "the organisational and strategic routines by which firms achieve new resource configuration as markets emerge, collude, split, evolve and die" (Eisenhardt & Martin 2000 , p.1107 . Winter (2000) notes alternative differences between dynamic capabilities; e.g., those indicated by routines sometimes can be invisible and unknown to the management, whereas control levers and deliberate outcomes of other dynamic capabilities are well-known. Døving and Gooderham (2008, p.845) refer to dynamic capabilities "as enduring routines, systems, and processes that are visible, known, and managerially intended as a means to achieving new resource configuration". Jansson (2007) argues that the turning of organisational routines into organisational capabilities means that there is an expectation for organizations, managers and employees to act, make decisions and respond to the environment in a regular fashion. The word 'routine' is an expression of repeated behaviour; it means certain behaviour has been established, and the probability is high that it will be repeated in future. The reason for this is that routines contain codes for replicated behaviour, so that a routine through its code expresses an ability to behave in a certain way. An example of such a code is a thought style in the form of shared perceptions of daily practices. Thus, an organisational routine is either a capability to act repeatedly in a certain way, or a capacity to make certain decisions repeatedly based on specific knowledge (know-how) and in accordance with a certain style thereby confirming the basic code behind the behaviour. It is argued, therefore, that organisational routines that lead to competitive advantages in markets by creating customer value can be defined as a social organisational capability.
Dynamic capabilities and organisational learning
According to Leonard (1995) , technological competences and capabilities of an organization are related to dynamic capabilities and consist of four interrelated 'key innovation activities': viz., problem solving, implementing and integrating, experimenting, and importing knowledge from outside the organisation. Savory (2006 Savory ( , p.1058 argues that "for many innovations the key process is not discovery of new knowledge but the use and modification of existing knowledge." Thus, knowledge may exist within the organization or may be acquired from the outside of it. Further, Savory (2006 Savory ( , p.1059 emphasizes the role of social dimensions of dynamic capabilities, whereby the "social dimension means that learning is a more complex process than individual learning … which can be a social activity, particularly with respect to tacit knowledge". In the current study, it is argued that the learning of new knowledge and rediscovery of existing knowledge is happening in social networks.
From an industrial network perspective, interacting with others is the most fundamental activity of a company. Interaction among firms creates awareness of the rules, routines and procedures that actors should follow in order to learn from each other and the market (Dyer & Wujin 2000; Gulati et al. 2000; Huemer 2004 ). The key research on the ability of firms to integrate in strategic business nets -Managing Strategic Nets: A Capability Perspective -was published by Möller and Svahn (2003) , who identified the characteristics of the task organisations try to achieve through forming a specific strategic net; they defined strategic nets as "intentional structures that firms try to design deliberately for specific purposes" (Möller & Svahn 2003, p.213) . They continued by stating that "many strategic nets may also involve, at least temporarily, governmental organisations and university based research institutes" [and that the term 'net' is used to an intentional] "restricted group of actors" (Möller & Svahn 2003, p.213) .
Following the brief discussion of previous literature and for the purpose of this paper, the authors have accepted the following assumptions:
Under uncertainty organizations reconsider their traditional way of doing business and challenge their business model.
Uncertainty of the economic environment fosters organizational learning and creates favourable conditions for developing new capabilities by organisations. Under uncertainty, organisations re-create their knowledge base and develop new capabilities by collaborating intentionally created "safety nets" -strategic nets.
From the assumptions, it was evident that organizations need to implement specific strategies to overcome and/or at least manage the impact and effects of changes in the business environment. Indeed, global financial crisis and economic uncertainty which followed after the crisis placed many organisa-tions in the situation of re-assessment of their strategies and business models. Some business partners and actors of business nets were affected more than the others and were unable to survive. As opposite, those who survived managed to identify new opportunities in a new -after the crisis-business environment, for example, an increased demand on higher quality products and decreased demand on a wider range of products; preparedness of contractors to negotiate decreased profit margin in order to maintain their customer base; higher involvement of customers in making specific requirements with regards to the ordered products etc.
On the basis of this logic, a set of research questions arose for the authors; these included:
How has the global financial crisis affected participating organizations?
What changes have organizations made in response to the global financial crisis?
How do participating organizations deal with employee emotions during times of uncertainty and change?
Consequently, in order to gain insight into the research questions, the main overall aim in this exploratory study was to develop a greater understanding of the dynamic capabilities of organizations; capabilities which firms develop in response to the external environment and, generally, lead to a smoother reconfiguration of an organization's structure and resources (including human resources).
METHODOLOGY
A case study design was selected for the study because the researchers aimed to gain an in-depth insight and understanding of the way that the changing environment affected organizations and their response to these changes within the context of a once-only case within a particular context and time as a starting point. The case study method had the value of enabling the authors to explore the content under study and, as argued by Yin (1984) , retain the holistic characteristics of real-life events in fields such as organizational and managerial processes. He notes that while the results are not generalizable to populations, the case study compares to an experiment, where what is generalizable are the theoretical propositions.
Purposeful sampling (Creswell 2003, p.27; Creswell 1998, p.49 ) was used to select participants able to understand the overall aim of the study, its research questions and have experience of the research topic. Participants were invited through their association with the Change Management Institute in Western Australia, with various business managers and directors of organizations acting as contact persons. Participants were employees involved in, or impacted by, the strategic or implementation phases of the change process within their organization. A group of ten professionals formed the participants of the case study.
The current study, implemented within a context of discovery to gain evidence, used a phenomenological approach similar to that of Giorgi and Giorgi (2003) ; a method that has used an average sample size of 8.3 cases across seventy-six published studies (Russell 2006) . Therefore, the use of ten purposefully selected cases was considered appropriate.
Within the case study research framework, a survey containing different sections was used as a collection tool. In Section A, biographical data such as gender, age and experience was collected through a range of closed questions to provide a context for the analysis and discussion of the findings. A combination of closed and open-ended questions was used in Section B; open-ended questions resembled a written narrative in asking participants to provide in their own words their personal perceptions, thoughts, ideas and approaches to provide richer data for analysis. According to Jabri (2006, p.364) understanding the culture of an organization is dependent largely on understanding the narratives from the employees on how they experience their workplace. Narratives provide knowledge on the environment within the context of the organization and are essential knowledge needed to understand policies and practices responsive to the needs of employees.
Section A was analysed through the SPSS quantitative data analysis package and reflected in tables and figures (basic quantitative, descriptive data). For the analysis of Section B, the researchers read through all the narratives and used 'thematic analysis' (Aronson 1994 ) to identify relevant tags (key words), links (codes) and categories (main themes). A most significant ethical issue in the study was the need to ensure participant anonymity and confidentiality as some data might contain sensitive or strategic information. Therefore, no identifying information appeared on or was requested in the survey and participation was voluntary. Consent to participate was assumed when an employee returned the survey and all hard-copy or e-mailed surveys were returned directly to the researchers. The Curtin University Human Research Ethics Committee had approved the study as being managed according to its guidelines.
RESEARCH FINDINGS
As shown in Exhibit 1, the research participants comprised both females and males with more males as expected in senior positions in organisations. The ages of participants was spread from the twenties to over fifty years of age with the largest group being in the 40-49 years range.
Similarly, there was a range of industries represented in the survey, as shown in Exhibit 2, the advantage being that, in an exploratory study there was the potential for a variety of relevant responses. Exhibit 3 was used to present specific information regarding the participants' position and time employed in their organisation. A strong majority of participants held upper management positions and had been in their current job for less than three years, even though they had spent from less than three to more than 10 years in the organisation.
When asked about the effects of the global financial crisis on their organisation, all respondents reported a degree of 'downturn'. However, they reported that the 'downturn' varied; e.g., it was Slight (3), Moderate (4) or Significant (3). As shown in Exhibit 4, the economic downturn factors tended to be evenly divided between the categories of finance and work performance, although 20% of the participants' responses related to effects related to 'customers'. The types of decisions used by the organisation in responding to the economic downturn were posited as being strategic (long-term), improvisation (short-term) or a combination of both. The initial response by participants indicated that no organisation used strategic or improvised decisions alone; i.e., all ten organisations used a combination of decision types to maximise their outcomes. Moreover, the respondents' answers indicated an equal number of specific decisions in the 'strategic' (6) and 'improvisation' (6) categories. In addition, there were 9 action decisions nominated regarding a 'staff' category (Exhibit 5). The suggestion is that staffing was a central area of operational change in the organisation's response to the economic strictures.
Exhibit 6 presents specific actions that were effected by organisations in responding to the financial crisis; some organisations used more than one response, so the total number of responses does not add to ten. 'Downsizing' was the most common response by organisations, though the 'Form alliances' and 'Restructure' actions were used by more than one organisation; the use of a 'Merger' involved only one organisation. However, in addition to the four categories suggested, participants listed six 'Other' responses, as shown in Exhibit 6. 
Exihibit 4. Economic Downturn Factors
When asked about what had triggered the organisation to make decisions for change, fourteen different items were linked from the key words provided by participants (Exhibit 7). The links were placed into one of the three categories of internal or external pressures or standard organisational practices. 
Links Categories

Exihibit 7. Reasons for Organisational Decisions
When asked if there was a generally accepted procedure to deal with chosen strategies in their organisation, only eight of the ten replied in the affirmative. Nevertheless, twelve different links were identified from the participants' responses (Exhibit 8). The three categories of organisational procedures were identified as arising from management processes, factors related to decision-makers and a number of non-formal procedures. Participants reported five information sources that were used by the organisation in order to investigate the need for changes to strategy (Exhibit 9). Most organisations used more than one source, which accounts for the tally of sources exceeding ten. In addition, the 'other' category had two items, each of which was nominated by only one person. The responses indicate that external market analysis and the driving vision of top management are the two major information sources for prosecuting change.
Another aspect of effecting change in an organisation relates to the need for effective communication of the change decision and operational imperatives (Results are reported in exhibit 10). In the current study, 9 out of 10 participants reported that use of 'meetings' was essential. At the next level, each nominated on seven occasions were use of 'email', 'intranet' and 'employee training sessions'. In retrospect, the item 'employee training sessions' may have been better listed as 'employee information Exihibit 10. Organisational Change Communication sessions'. Another feature of interest was that 5 out of the 10 respondents identified the 'informal grapevine' as being an important communication type in relation to organisational change.
As indicated in Exhibit 11, there were nineteen links specifically related to employees' reaction to the uncertainty that resulted from changes to organisational strategy associated with the global financial crisis. From the links developed from the key words used in participants' responses, three major categories of reaction were identified; viz., categories based on opinion, assumption and principle which defined the level of intensity of employee reaction.
The three categories match three levels of awareness as a basis for action. At the 'consciousness' level, one is aware of the existence of uncertainty without it creating a strong emotional response; i.e., there is a balanced, if not positive approach. At the 'concern' level, one's consciousness of the situation is rather more serious and one feels more engaged emotionally. Finally, the 'reaction' level of one's emotional connection to the issue is strong and critical to the stage of creating serious stress and a negative response, even in association with others.
Similarly, participants' were asked about their own, personal reaction to the uncertainty that resulted from changes to organisational strategy associated with the global financial crisis. Again, the same (Table 12 ). In this case, no research participants indicated that they were in the 'reaction' group. Judging from the links in the other two categories, it may be argued that, as senior officers in their organisation, they were aware of the uncertainty, but not threatened directly by it.
Finally, participants were asked to describe how their organisation coped with employee responses caused by the uncertain economic climate of the crisis. Fifteen different links were identified from key words used in the responses (Exhibit 13). One means of categorising the responses was to separate them into positive (Plus), negative (Minus) and neither plus nor minus (Interesting) groups using the PMI model (De Bono 1993) .
DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS AND CONCLUSION
Although, no research participants indicated that they were in the reaction to the crisis group or they were threatened by crisis and uncertainty (this can be explained by our sample characteristics, e.g. location in a wealthy state of Western Australia which was not significantly affected by the 2008 financial crisis), all of them admitted their awareness of the crisis and uncertainty. All respondents expressed an urgent need for improved communication both within and outside organisations, e.g. having meetings with key stakeholders and with other staff members in order to integrate and exchange knowledge from outside the organisation. This is aligned with previous studies (e.g. Savory, 2006) which reported that challenges of the economic environment require not so much discovery of novelty, rather, such environment requests rationalization and reconfiguring of existing knowledge. Our data demonstrates that the learning of new knowledge and rediscovery of existing knowledge is happening in collaboration with business associates and other actors of organisational nets. This finding also supports the previous literature on the role of strategic nets intentionally created by organisations and particularly intensively used in time of uncertainty as "safety nets".
This study investigated how organisations can identify new opportunities by prompt response to the challenges of the dynamically changing environment and flexible movement towards the market demand. This study is adding to the dynamic resource-based view of strategy by incorporating the assessment of the business networks of the chosen organisation and investigating how the organisation is learning from its clients and other network participants. Our finding is that in time of crisis and uncertainty organisations source the knowledge both within and outside. Our data highlights that uncertainty promote organisations' quest for ongoing learning, consultancy and collaboration with key stakeholders, closer customer and supplier involvement in product and service specification for major customers, and fostering knowledge exchange.
The results provide insight into the organisational learning in networks and developing dynamic capabilities in response to the changes in the external environment. Because organisations learn from the environment, including through their business networks, they can foster their internal knowledge transfer and organisational learning. This flexibility and speedy response to the market enable organisations to develop new sources of a competitive advantage and sustain existing competitive advantage. Organisational learning and knowledge are key drivers of dynamic capabilities which allow organisations to respond to the challenges of the complex and dynamic environment.
